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[00:00:00.01]: [Director's Comments] 
[00:00:35.19] INTERVIEWER: Let's just get started. If you could share your full name and your age. 


[00:00:41.13] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: My name is Matilda Teresa Avalos, and! am 81. I'll be 82 ina 
couple of weeks. [laughs]. 


[00:00:53.06] INTERVIEWER: Sister Teresa, would you tell us where you grew up, and a little bit about your 
family? 


[00:00:58.03] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | grew up in National City, California, which is south of San Diego. | 
was the oldest of six children. My mother and dad had come from Mexico. My mother was six months old-- 
her grandmother brought her over with some of the other family at the beginning of the Mexican revolution. 
So she came--then my father came when he was maybe seven or eight years old. So they met at the parish 
and they got married. | was born at my home and | was raised in the neighborhood, and that neighborhood 
was predominantly Mexican. We all went to the same school--we all went to the same parish--it was quite a 
body. 


[00:01:50.19] INTERVIEWER: What did your parents do for a living? 


[00:01:53.13] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: My mother worked at home--she was a housewife--and my father 
was--well he loved golf. And it was during the depression--so he was a caddy, until my mother got into it, 
and she signed him up for civil service, and so he had a steady job, thank God. [laughs]. And he was a pile- 
driver--sometimes he had a longshore--wharf builder. So he worked for the Naval station in San Diego, civil 
service. 


[00:02:26.03] INTERVIEWER: And were you a very religious family? 


[00:02:29.05] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: We--yes, we went to mass, we were all baptized. There were no 
Catholic schools. | was--born in '34, so at that point there weren't a lot of Catholic schools, especially in our 
neighborhood. My mother and dad--yes, they brought us up Catholic, and they went to church with us, and 
my grandmother was very helpful in that. | didn't go to Catholic school until middle grade because then | 
was old enough to ride the bus into San Diego. But the rest of my brothers and sisters did go to a Catholic 
grammar school, high school--and one went to a Catholic college. 


[00:03:10.05] INTERVIEWER: When did you know that you wanted to become a Sister? 


[00:03:13.19] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Hm. | looked at that question, and | can't tell you when | knew 
when | wanted to become a Sister. | was in high school--the only Sisters | knew were the Sisters of St. 
Joseph--! really didn't know any--we didn't have any in the parish. Actually, | would pray that | would meet a 
nice guy and have a family. That was my fear, because it was an all-girls Catholic school [smiles] and | didn't 
know that many men anymore, because in a sense | had been taken out of my--setting, and brought into 
San Diego, and gone to that school. So | left all of my friends in the other school--in the public schools. So 
that was--but there was one Sister that was--| would say, approachable--and smiled at us. [laughs]. I'm not 
going to say that the others didn't, but she did. And one day when | was a junior, | was talking to her during 
a recess, and she said to me, "Matilda, do you think you have a vocation?" And out of nowhere | said, "Yes, 
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| think | do." So she said, "Did you want to enter after you finish your junior year?" And | was appalled--no, 

| told her | want to finish high school. So they got to where she must have told the superior and before | 
knew it | was getting my things ready and--all of a sudden | was going to be a Sister. And the question also 
was, how did my family feel about it? They were totally shocked. What | could think of was, shock and awe-- 
that was how they were. [coughs] And they didn't try to deter me. But my mother did say to me, "You know 
it's not going to be a bed of roses." And at sixteen, you think you know better. So | said, "I know that." Of 
course, | didn't. But she helped me get my things ready. There was never any word about don't go. 
[coughs]. So they did not stand in my way. But then later on, | heard that some of my aunts and relatives 
were making bets how long | would last. [laughs]. So that was--it was total shock. 


[00:05:46.21] [Director's comments]. 
[00:06:14.12] INTERVIEWER: Where did you go to high school? 


[00:06:17.16] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | went to Cathedral Girls High School in San Diego. And it's no 
longer in that site--it was right in downtown. It was moved to University High School and then now it has 
another life, it's called Catholic High School, and it's in a northern county of San Diego. And they say it's very 
lovely, very nice. It's totally different from what | went to though. 


[00:06:45.20] INTERVIEWER: Do you remember the Sister that asked--the name of the Sister? 


[00:06:48.20] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Yes. At that time her name was Sister J erome, but then it was 
changed she--it was changed to Sister Eleanor--Eleanor Wagner [(-2007)]. So she was very instrumental--| 
really thank her for letting me get in touch with that--with what was in me already, but it was an 
UNCONSCIOUS--. 


[00:07:07.17] INTERVIEWER: What do you remember from those early days of--after entering the convent? 


[00:07:13.03] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Well, nowadays when people ask that, or ask you to think back on 
it, | have to say that | was very--how can | put it--| was "non-reflexive". | was sixteen years old when | said, 
"Yes, | have a vocation." | lived in a very limited surroundings--and the fact that we never went on trips, we 
just--| knew what | knew from there. And | was--we were not too--asked to--"What did you think about your 
day?" or "What do you think about this?" or "What do you think about the news?" We just didn't participate 
like that in table conversations. So | didn't really--that didn't--that awareness was not there at that point. So 
when | entered, | thought, "Well, this is the way it is." | didn't have any other thought. There's a question 
there about, "What did you feel about the habit?" | thought that went with the whole package--I never gave 
it another thought. So it was--| was happy. | thought, "This is what | asked to do, and this is what | want to 
do." And so | just dove right into it. | didn't pull back. 


[00:08:33.23] INTERVIEWER: You mentioned Sister Eleanor smiled. 
[00:08:36.14] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Uh-hm. 


[00:08:37.09] INTERVIEWER: Was there anything else about the Sisters of St. Joseph that you could name 
that attracted you? 


[00:08:43.05] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: No. | saw that question about what attracted me about the Sisters, 
and | honestly have to say | didn't see anything. | really have to say that. [smiles]. But God works in strange 
ways, so |--they saw something in me, rather than | seeing something in them. 


[00:09:01.03] INTERVIEWER: So would you say then, the response to the call was evoked by them asking 
you? 


[00:09:07.17] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: It was evoked by that question. That's correct. 
[00:09:11.02] INTERVIEWER: When did you start your studies at the Mount? 
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[00:09:17.00] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: After we made vows. [laughs]. This was--| made vows in '52. So at 
that time, we made vows and then we continued our studies. And the whole group went to the Mount to 
study, and we stayed together like a little pack. And we did not mingle with the other students. In fact we 
mingled very little with other--the other professed that already had final vows. So we were in a sort of a 
group by ourselves. And | went to the Mount begin--at '52--in 1952. And | graduated in 1961. [laughs]. 


[00:10:04.21] INTERVIEWER: So you probably were preparing for teaching and then going out and coming 
back. 


[00:10:09.21] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Yes. | made vows--in March. We did some studying at the Mount. 
We did some studies in the summer time. And then | had a mission--| was missioned to St. Jerome's School 
to teach. So that's where | was for three years. And then--and every Saturday a bus came by, picked us up, 
went to the different convents, picked up the Sisters and took us up to the Mount. And on the week-- 
summers, we took full schedules. So that was wonderful. | had wonderful--memories of my time there with 
the other Sisters. We were able to use the pool--we were able to talk to one another--we studied together-- 
so | found it a very, very beautiful and enriching time. 


[00:11:04.18] INTERVIEWER: Do you remember any of your Sister faculty from that time? 


[00:11:08.11] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Yes. Sister Margaret Clare [Borchard (1911-2001)] taught the educ- 
-AV Aids, and children's literature. She was a wonderful teacher--I| got so much out of that. And Sister--her 
last name was Coyne--[Sister St. Claire Coyne [(-1980)]--she was a History teacher. She was an excellent 
teacher. | remember she told us--she asked us to read "A Nation of Sheep" [William J. Lederer, Jr, 1961], 
and it just started to open my eyes to--and also "The Ugly American [Eugene Burdick & William ]. Lederer, 
Jr., 1958]. So | started to look around and understand the world a little bit better, and how the American 
was seen abroad--which helped me when | went to Peru. So | remember her. | remember Sister Patricia 
[??]--| remember--okay. | had a Liberal Arts, with what they called at that time, they called it "group major". 
And so | had a smattering. And underneath that were all the education courses. So more than anything | 
remember Sister Margaret Clare [Borchard]--Sister Regina Clare [Salazar], who taught Education--Sister 
Evelyn [Sister Mary Evelyn [Flynn (1927-2015) ]--they were all great teachers--Sister Constance [Fitzgerald], 
who taught English. 


[00:12:43.23] INTERVIEWER: You were talking about the book "The Ugly American"--it made me think--you 
said you were raised in a Mexican-American environment. 


[00:12:54.18] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Uh-hm. 


[00:12:55.07] INTERVIEWER: When you entered in your experience as a young Sister, and at the Mount-- 
was there--did you identify as a Mexican-American amongst other Anglos, or did your Mexican background 
have an impact on your community life, or how you made friends, that kind of thing? 


[00:13:14.16] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | have to say, | don't consider--my being Mexican--my color of skin- 
-| never thought about that. Because my mother and dad did not bring it up. They never said--except one 
time, when | said to my mother--yet unconsciously there was a little bit of shame. And | remember saying to 
her, "Mom, can | say that I'm Spanish instead of Mexican?" And she said, "No. You have some Indian blood 
in you, and you are Mexican." Okay, that was it. | took that as Bible truth--and | accepted that. And then | 
didn't think much about it. We did not talk a lot about our race--she didn't tell us to be careful--she didn't tell 
us, "You're different from the whites." | sort of, little by little, picked up the difference, especially socio- 
economic. And--but it didn't faze me. But that's part of my "non-reflectiveness” at that point in my life. | just 
was not thinking. And | look back on it and think, | don't know, God must have guided me through--! was 
like sleep-walking through things. But anyway it helped me. And when | entered, no, | didn't feel any 
discrimination--| just didn't think about color and race. So no, | didn't feel any kind of discrimination. 


[00:14:42.10] INTERVIEWER: So you weren't treated differently. People--if you--it didn't sound like you were 
experiencing-- 


[00:14:47.04] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: No, | didn't feel it. No, | did not. 


file:///emcfs.mount.msmc.la.edu/...ecialCollections/Projects/20170907_CSJOralHistory_Transcripts/SrTeresaA valos_20161006_Transcript.txt[ 10/6/2017 1:00:02 PM] 


[00:14:50.07] INTERVIEWER: When you entered did you figure you'd be a teacher? 


[00:15:00.06] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Well, when | entered | just hadn't gotten anything figured out. 
[laughs]. | just took it day by day, and just rolled with the punches. But toward the end, yes, we knew that 
we were either going to be teachers or nurses. And | really didn't think | was cut out to be a nurse. But 
luckily they put me in teaching. So that's what | was being prepared for. 


[00:15:22.10] INTERVIEWER: So tell me any stories or memories from your early days as a new teacher. 


[00:15:30.13] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Oh. [smiles]. The one big memory | have is--you know how they 
say some children don't want to go to school? So they throw up, or they really do have--well | was doing 
that. [laughs]. | was so--| just didn't know how to teach, and | knew that. We had some little smattering of 
it, but not enough. And | was almost twenty when | started teaching. [smiles]. Luckily | was in a school that 
had a great principal and superior, so she helped me a lot. And she guided me through my first year. But 
still, it was hard--it was hard for me because | knew | wasn't doing the best | could. | just didn't know how 
to do the best | could. But by the second year | was over it. | must have gained about thirty pounds--I just 
ate my way through my first year of teaching. [smiles]. So | must have gained at least thirty pounds--| 
weighed 150 pounds. And [laughs]--the following year | was much better. | had a better grasp on teaching, 
and those three years at St. Jerome's School were just wonderful. Loved the children--| had fifty in a 
classroom--but at that time things were different, so | could certainly handle it. They were very good 
children--very wonderful parents--very supportive--so those were three of my very wonderful years. And | 
consider--if | had stayed here, and not gone to Peru, I'd still be in touch with them. Because | was in touch 
with them for a while, then it faded out. 


[00:17:08.02] INTERVIEWER: What grade did you teach at St. J erome? 
[00:17:10.25] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Fourth grade. 
[00:17:11.29] INTERVIEWER: And where did you go after St. J erome? 


[00:17:14.27] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: After St. Jerome | went to American Martyrs, and | was there for 
two years--and | also taught fourth grade there. There were double grades--it was a huge school--about a 
thousand students. And it was an okay experience, but certainly not as good as what | considered my first 
three years at St. Jerome. 


[00:17:35.22] INTERVIEWER: Were they very different student populations, or ? 


[00:17:39.06] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: No, they were good students. They were good boys and girls. There 
was no--there was just another feeling there. | don't know--maybe it was too big or something. 


[00:17:47.19] INTERVIEWER: Tell us about how the Los Angeles province began to think about Peru, and is 
that--how the Sisters of St. Joseph from here started to get involved in Peru. 


[00:18:01.11] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | think it started on the congregational level--our Mother Superior 
and her council--and they had--how did they start thinking of Peru--| think they started thinking before that, 
of Japan, because the Japanese mission was open six years prior. But then--there were calls from the 
different popes to consider sending their--some--ten percent is what they were asking for--ten percent of the 
religious in the congregation to Latin America, because they were very concerned about the communist 
threat. And | think that's what spurred our Sisters to think about it--our leadership. And there were different 
circumstances that got them involved in thinking of Peru. And so one day, we all received a formulary--a 
questionnaire, asking if anybody would be interested in going to the missions in J apan or Peru--or Latin 
America. And | did answer it--that I'm not interested in Japan but yes | could go to Peru. And the only 
reason | had was because | spoke Spanish. [laughs]. | wasn't really thinking of a missionary life. And then | 
handed it in and never thought anything about it. J ust let it go--until | was finally tapped on the shoulder. 
[laughs]. 
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[00:19:25.01] INTERVIEWER: How much time between when you said you were open to when they sent 
you? 


[00:19:29.24] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Maybe two years. By the time they decided on a mission down 
there--and | guess all the behind the scenes things had to be done. They decided maybe in two years. 


[00:19:45.00] INTERVIEWER: So it says you went in 1962? To Peru? 

[00:19:47.23] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Yes. 

[00:19:48.20] INTERVIEWER: That's at the very beginning of the Vatican Council, or around that time? 
[00:19:51.28] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Yes. 


[00:19:53.02] INTERVIEWER: Are those connected do you think? The spirit of the council starting to open 
up and these movements towards missionary-- 


[00:20:02.01] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Uh. It could be. | believe it was--| may be wrong on this--but | 
believe it was Pope John XXIII [served (1953-1968)] that was asking the congregations--| would have to 
look that up. But it was either he or the one before him that--opened up this field of thinking of going to 
mission countries. 


[00:20:28.20] INTERVIEWER: You had said something before about some of the books that you read started 
to expand your world view. 


[00:20:35.28] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: A little bit. Not very much. But-- because--she opened my mind as 
far as the history. She was an excellent history teacher. But | only had her for one course. But at least | 
remembered that when | went to Peru. But it took a while for all of that to sink in. And Vatican II began 
when we went to Peru--almost it was simultaneous. However, we went to Peru, and we didn't know a thing 
about what we were going to do. We were sent to a--begin a mission--there were fourteen of us. Five were 
at the hospital--they were nurses--and then nine of us were divided in three, and we went to three different 
places to found schools. So | was one of the ones that had a better grasp of Spanish. And then--even then it 
was not that good. Because what happens--it was my first language, however when you go to a school that 
speaks only English and you have English-speaking friends, plus your other friends--your vocabulary starts 
getting very limited. And | was left with a vocabulary of maybe a four or five year old. But | did understand 
it. So that tells you about the level of Spanish that most people had. [laughs]. There was one Sister who 
went who did teach Spanish, so she was pretty good at it too. However, the school system was totally 
different, so the Sisters who were principals were scurrying around how to figure out how to keep on top of 
all the demands that came in that we knew nothing about. We were trying to figure out how we were going 
to get into our building in time for the school year to begin, because they were renovating some things. So 
we were in the midst of the present every day trying to figure out--how do we function in a new culture--and 
with new ways? So! was totally engrossed in that, and didn't read the papers very much. However, 
something came up later that exploded for all of us. And that would be the documents of Medellin[ of 
Conference of Latin American Bishops in Medellin, Columbia, 1968]. Because after the council, all of the 
Bishops of Latin America met in Medellin, Columbia, and they were able to--in this document--make Vatican 
11 documents applicable to Latin America. So those documents came up--it just caused a revolution among 
the--all of the religious of Latin America. And it affected us a lot. By that time we had been in our institutions 
nine years--eight or nine years. And we were in the institutions that we had founded, that we knew to--we 
knew how to do well--teaching, nursing--there was one group in the university level. And the call came out, 
"Leave your institutions. Leave them in the hands of lay people. And look for the poor who are in the 
mountains--who are in the jungles--and go out to them." "The coast of Peru already has many religious"-- 
and they would give us statistics on that. "Go to the mountains where the indigenous people haven't seen 
anybody in years. Or go to the jungle, where there are so many people who have not had religious." So 
that's what started to happen. We--| was with another group of Sisters. We decided--we asked permission 
and went up to the mountains, to the Andes, to a place in Puno--and we worked among the Aymara people. 
And we chose that place because the bishop was very forward-looking. He was totally connected with the 
Vatican Council and the documents, so we were able to just--work very well with him and with the people. 
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[00:25:12.00] INTERVIEWER: Who were some of the Sisters that you served with at that time? 
[00:25:16.14] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: From here? 
[00:25:17.06] INTERVIEWER: Yes. 


[00:25:18.09] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Sister Therese Donahue [(1931-2016)], who just passed away--she 
was in that first group that went with me. Sister Mary Arthur [Meyer], who was a nurse. And Sister Marie 
Loyola Sanders [1914-1996], who was originally from St. Louis, but then | think she transferred to our 
province. So those were the ones that you might know. The rest were from the other provinces. 


[00:25:48.00] INTERVIEWER: So when | think of the Council and Medellin, | think of the "preferential option 
for the poor" [Catholic social teaching, first stated 1968]. So would you just share about how that started to 
take root in you, and what you were--how you envisioned your religious life from that point? 


[00:26:03.19] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: That was a turning point for me. It started--really, it helped me--to 
get in touch with myself, get in touch with what | wanted to do, get in touch with the world around me in a 
deeper level. It changed my worldview. It changed my way of looking at politics. It changed my way of 
looking at the United States--of looking at relationships among all of the countries and how one country 
affected the other. But in our own ministries, many of us left, as | said, our--the ministries--the institutions-- 
our schools, and the hospital. And we went out looking--trying to live the "preferential option for the poor". 
So we did go up to the mountains. That was--we lived eight, nine thousand feet high. And we worked 
among the people who still wore their traditional garb, who still sooke Aymara--very few spoke English. So-- 
and our Sisters who were nurses went to very remote villages--it took hours to get there, and several ways 
of transportation--to work and to establish clinics among the very poor who didn't have doctors or nurses. So 
it affected us radically, and we responded radically to the call of the option for the poor. 


[00:27:42.11] INTERVIEWER: It sounds like it became a passion--or who you are. 


[00:27:46.16] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: That's right. [smiles]. It did. It was--like | say--totally life changing 
for me. I'm sure it started even in the nine years | was teaching on the coast. We had a superior who was 
dauntless, and she saw that we were really catering--it was a small school when we began, but it got much 
larger--that we were catering to the children of the engineers who had asked us to come to that school. And 
right across from us--maybe two blocks--and we were separated by a huge dirt road--there was this very 
poor area of people living. And she said, "| want to open our school up to them as well. And | want to ask 
for money for scholarships." So she got--started on that. And then when the other people saw what we were 
doing, they were terrible [smiles]. Radio programs--there were things in the newspaper about these 
American Sisters who were doing this--this was maybe a year or so after we got there. But we--she 
persevered--she wouldn't let down, and she was just very brave, and we were brave with her--was quaking 
a little bit, but we were brave with her. And we were able to pull that off. Not realizing--and in a sense that 
was our ignorance of the culture--that you don't mix--in that time you didn't mix the upper class 
professionals with the very poor. And we did that. And it worked out find. So--and the other schools did that 
as well. So we did start when we were teaching, but once Vatican Council and the documents of Medellin got 
into our blood, we just went--ran with it. And when we left the institutions that we had, we left them in the 
hands of very capable lay people. So thank God we were doing that, way back there. [smiles]. 


[00:30:01.19] INTERVIEWER: So tell us a little about how your day to day ministry changed then, when you 
moved away from the institutions. 


[00:30:09.25] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Well, for me it was also a real shock, because it was nothing 
structured. When you are in a school situation, you know you're going to go there at that time, you're going 
to be there for that time. And you get out and do what you have to do, and you prepare for the next day. So 
it's pretty structured. But when we went up to the mountains--we had to figure out what we could do-- there 
was one nurse and three teachers--how we fit--what they really needed from us. So we looked around, and 
the first year was sort of spent--talking to the people, talking to the priest, getting to know the area, which 
was hard to get to. Some of the--we lived in this village of maybe 2,000, but if we wanted to service other 
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places we had to go far for that. So all of that--we spent the first year trying how to figure out--what do the 
people need that we can give them. And there were times when | would just cry, because | felt that | was 
wasting time--I| was wasting the community's money. It was a very different ball game for me. But after that 
first year | was able to--we got into something, we were able to--a couple of us went into the public schools. 
We taught religion to the children. And we also prepared the teachers to teach your own religion. We had a 
little play room--because they had no AV aids. So we were able to buy some things that they could use. And 
they would come--they would take turns once a week--and the teachers would bring their class, especially 
the first and second graders--to have hands-on on puzzles, and crayons, and just different things that you 
see in classroom nowadays that they had never seen. So that's how we started. And then the Sister who was 
a nurse got work in the local clinic that we had down there, and did some wonderful things there. She was a 
nurse, she was a--[smiles]--the word escapes me now--she-- 


[00:32:22.29] INTERVIEWER: --midwife-- 


[00:32:22.29] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: --midwife--she was a doctor--she did everything. So it was 
wonderful to have her. And then later on we got more and more Sisters who did that. 


[00:32:35.15] INTERVIEWER: Could you share with us--what was life like in the village? What were some of 
the more specific struggles, or activities, or organizing--what were some of the things going on at that time? 


[00:32:47.01] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: There was not--there wasn't much in the form of transportation. So 
the people walked everywhere. They sort of had a little "trot" to walk the many miles they had to walk--to 
come to the village, to come to the--if somebody was sick, or to send their children to school. So we had to 
take that all into consideration. For us, it was a very high altitude. | really think it was more like nine or ten 
thousand--and we had to learn to pace ourselves in walking, because we got out of breath. And it was very 
cold there, so we learned how to--dress warmly. For those of us who were from California that a little 
different. Didn't snow up there, but it did--it was very cold. So we learned what were the customs of the 
people--what were their beliefs--what were some of their--| don't know whether | want to call it 
"superstitions"--but what was some of their worldviews--their views of the cosmos, that had them have 
different kinds of ways of looking at things than we did. So we had--we went to workshops to learn a lot 
about the Aymara culture. There was a priest who was from that culture, and he helped us very much in 
trying to understand the psychology of the people and their worldview, which was very different. And that's 
what started me also thinking about worldviews, and where | was with that, and how to accept other views 
and not consider them superstition, or "backward", or whatever. So it just really broadened me in so many 
ways. 


[00:34:41.18] INTERVIEWER: Also in that time, after the Council, the Sisters of St. Joseph are going back to 
their roots, and discovering--and | hear in a lot of your responses the charism is there. 


[00:34:55.23] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Yes. 


[00:34:56.24] INTERVIEWER: So could you say a little bit about what it was like for you in that time of 
rediscovery or new language around the charism, and how that came to life for you in your ministry? 


[00:35:08.22] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: We--I personally--| won't say we--but | personally wasn't hearing a 
whole lot about the charism at that point. And one of the questions was--something about the charism. We 
didn't talk a lot about the charism in our early days. At least | don't remember that. But then, after Vatican 
11, and there was this call to please explore your foundations--explore your roots--explore what your founder 
really meant--that's when it started to come out again. And! went--| was more immersed in that when | was 
asked to be in formation. | was in the mountains--I was in Peru for fifteen years before | was asked to be in 
formation of the young Peruvian women who are asking to be admitted. And luckily for us, from the very 
beginning our Superior General had told us that we were there to accept vocations. It wasn't--as | found out 
later--some didn't want to accept the Peruvian vocation, for one reason or another. But we never had any 
hesitation about it. It's just that it took them a long time to come. And | think that was providential, because 
we probably would not have as aware of the cultural differences, and might have done a lot of damage. So 
when | went into formation, that was when things were starting to open up about the charism--all the 
studies that were being done in France--the new wording that was coming--the new way of looking at it-- 
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looking at the Founders--the Foundress--the re-Founding. So | did a lot of reading then. | went to 
workshops--! was sent to workshops for my work. So that's when | started to get immersed in the charism. 


[00:37:08.20] INTERVIEWER: And what started to grab you or connect with you or resonate with you? 


[00:37:14.29] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: What resonated was--in studying the Foundation--Father Médaille 
[Jean Paul Médaille (1618-1689) ]--how he put--brought together the six women--what their cultural milieu 
was like--social, everything at that time. And how much it resonated or how | identified our own culture in 
Peru with that--the poverty, the many needs, the need to go out different places. So yes, there was a real 
resonance there with the charism as we began to study it--and as | began to teach it. Because the more |--| 
teach by learning. | learn myself by teaching. [laughs]. And that's what was happening to me. 


[00:38:09.04] INTERVIEWER: Is there--you mentioned this already--but is there a particular part of the 
Foundation story of the six women or Mother St. John [Fontbonne (1759-1843)] that you feel very proud of 
or very--that emboldens you? 


[00:38:26.29] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: You mean of that first-- 
[00:38:29.10] INTERVIEWER: --any part of the history of the province or-- 


[00:38:34.17] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | think what makes me very proud from the very beginning--and 
very proud now of our province and our congregation is the leadership of our women, and they're very 
heroic stand--their very bold vision--beginning with those six Sisters and so much of what they did--and with 
Mother St. John who sent the first Sisters over into this savage, wild country, not knowing what they were--. 
And then the Sisters who--almost on the next day--were setting up shop--it's just incredible to think about 
that. | think of women like Mother Eucharista [Galvin (1893-1985)], who sent us to the different missions. | 
think of Mother Margaret [Mary Brady 1866-1954] who saw that big bare mountain and decided yes it could 
be a college here. There are so many Sisters that | really admire--for their bravery, their vision, their being 
able to see something that others didn't see. So | can see--just a whole trail of them--that has brought us to 
where we are today. 


[00:39:50.23] INTERVIEWER: It sounds like the stories of Peru fit in very well with that history. 


[00:39:55.28] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: [smiles]. Yes, they do. | have to say | was there for thirty-three 
years. And | have to say that just totally changed me--transformed my life--transformed my life by being 
able to look at things differently. When we were there we would say it's like looking at the whale--it's from 
the underbelly--not from the top or from the beautiful spots, but really from a totally different perspective. 
And there was a Sister there who had escaped--she was a Sister of St. Joseph of Argentina. Her name was 
Clara--Clara [Yanes]. And she had escape from Argentina during one of their terribly violent regimes. And 
she said the soldiers were coming in the front door and she escaped the back door--and she came to Peru. 
And she happened to see a symbol that one of our Sisters was wearing. She was at the Conference of 
Religious--similar to the LCWR [Leadership Conference of Women Religious]--and she said, "Are you a Sister 
of St. Joseph?" And she said, "Yes, | am." She was our Superior at that time. And she told her who she was. 
And so she was extremely--she was into--she was in the Better World Movement--she taught courses on the 
different kinds of consciousness--social--the magical, the naive, the social, the political, etc. And in listening 
to her--and we would have her come for our formation people--and | just learned so much about these 
different kinds of consciousness. And that's where my own awareness began to just blossom. And so--| 
forget the original question, but--anyway she was very instrumental in helping us--helping us in our own 
vice-province. There were at the most--we must have been thirty-five forty people. And she helped us to 
bring us together culturally. She said, "Whatever you do, whether it's community life, or prayer and 
spirituality, or your ministry, or your recreation--it should all have one same goal. And she helped us to put 
together a plan that we called the Vice-Province Plan--which is what many people use in the Better World 
Movement--in the parishes, to get their parish integrated. So she helped us to integrate the Peruvian culture 
with the North American cultures. Because when we started to take Peruvian women, some of our Sisters-- 
and we said, "In order to do this, that means we're going to have to speak Spanish among us--we're going 
to have to pray in Spanish--we're going to have to accept that they're going to want to prepare food the way 
they prepare it here..." There were just so many changes that you don't even think of. And they--some of 


file:///emcfs.mount.msmc.la.edu/...ecialCollections/Projects/20170907_CSJOralHistory_Transcripts/SrTeresaA valos_20161006_Transcript.txt[ 10/6/2017 1:00:02 PM] 


them said that was just too much for them, and they opted to go home at that point. So it did--it was a big 
difference for us to try to integrate the cultures. And | remember a Sister saying who was from another 
community, "Well, at least when we go back to the convent we just close the door and they're out there-- 
and we're in here." [smiles]. And | can understand them saying that, but we didn't want to say that. We had 
them with us. And so we wanted to make really successful integration of cultures. And it was very helpful. 


[00:43:47.29] INTERVIEWER: What was it in you that then made you want to stay as long as you did and be 
part of an integration rather than say, "Oh, okay, I'll go back to the States"? Is there-- 


[00:44:02.11] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Uh--let's see. After my--I was in formation for three years. And then 
| was elected to leadership. And | was in leadership for six years. So by that time | was there for twenty-five 
years. And after that time, | wanted to take a sabbatical but | did want to come back. And what kept me 
there--| loved the Peruvian people. | enjoyed my ministries--| felt | was--| was very useful in what | was 
doing. And | hadn't even thought of going--in fact, by that time--the United States looked like a different 
culture. [laughs]. And | was more at home with a Peruvian culture--the Latin American culture. That's the 
total truth. And | would look at the United States and say, "This is what they're doing now?" We were still 
living--and they still do--they live in community--we do not live one by one or in a--singly. So | thought--| 
could never go into that life again. So | didn't even think of coming here. | was very happy with our life there 
and with what | was able to do. And after my sabbatical--| took courses at St. Mary's during my sabbatical--| 
was here for two years in the Religious Ed department. And then, Pilar Aquino [Maria Pilar Aquino [(1956-), 
Latin American feminist theologian, Religious Studies professor MSMU] was in charge of the Hispanic ministry 
at that time. And she was going to finish her studies in Barcelona. She asked me if | would take it--so | took 
it for a year, then | went back to Peru. | was back there for six years, and then slowly the little feelings, the 
intuitions, little voices inside--after my fourth year there--started to say, "| wonder if this is where | belong 
now, or | wonder if God is calling me to something else?" And | think what helped me under--helped me 
determine and come to a decision was, my mother and dad were in their eighties. They had never asked me, 
"Come home," or "When are you leaving Peru? We miss you!"--never. They really cut the apron strings on 
me. [laughs]. But they loved me. And they were there to support me always. However, she had--she was--in 
her eighties she was--she had breast cancer. So she needed a mastectomy. Then the following year, she 
was--she had a prolapsed uterus, so that was another major surgery. And so | thought, okay, they're in their 
mid-eighties, they've never asked me to go home, but maybe these are the signs indicating it's time for me 
to go home--spend a little bit more time with them. So after my--after the thirty-three years | just--| said--| 
feel that the vice-province is in very good hands, the leadership had been assumed by Peruvian Sisters. Lots 
of things were going on--we had founded new missions in other faraway places. So | thought it was in pretty 
good hands, and everything was going well. What God wanted me to do was done. So | asked to return to 
the States, and | wasn't home too long--maybe a year--my dad had a stroke. So even though | continued to 
live in Los Angeles, | would go back every once in a while on the weekends to help my mother. So that's-- 
[laughs]-- 


[00:47:55.26] INTERVIEWER: What was the adjustment like, coming back and living in the United States? 
You had done it for a brief period and then-- 


[00:48:04.06] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: But it's so different for a brief period. You say, "Oh, I'm going to 
have fun. I'm going to see the doctor, get my teeth done, see my friends." But | always knew, "I'm going 
back. In two months, three months, |'m out of here!" So | was all right with that. But then when | started to 
get ready and discern and think about it in Peru, | thought, "Where am | going to fit in? Are there still places 
that have--that live community life as | have lived it, and where | would feel comfortable? Would | have to 
drive a car?" [laughs] On the freeways? Because we did drive in Lima, and that's pretty erratic, if you've ever 
been to Tijuana or any of those places--those places are wild. But | did it. And so--even so, this was a little 
scary. "Where am | going to find ministry? Is there anything | can do there? Maybe there isn't?" But | had 
spiritual direction, and she said, "You know, God has always been with you. Has God ever let you down?" 
"No." "Not going to happen then. God will be right with you." So | did come, and it was--I thought, "For the 
first three months I'm not going to think about anything except having a good time." | came home around 
the middle of December. After Christmas was over, | was--started my fretting. [smiles]. "What's going to 
happen? Where am | going to find ministry? Where am | going to live?" And yes, God came--intervened--and 
| got a call from the --at that time, the Provincial, Sister J oyce [Marie Gaspardo], and she asked me if | 
would consider being the secretary for the Vice-Provincial--the Assistant Provincial. And | thought, "Yes, | 
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can do that. | know | have those skills." So | said yes. So that assured me of ministry. [laughs]. Then | had 
to find a place to live. And then | got an invitation from the Sisters at 22 [Bldg 22, MSMU] on Doheny 
campus. And | had lived there during my sabbatical. So that was also resolved, and | was able to do that. | 
worked--! had ministry there with Sister Maureen O'Connor ['63], while she was the Assistant Provincial, 
then when she was Provincial she asked me to continue with her, and | did. And then when she finished, | 
got a call from Sister Fay [Hagen, St. Mary's Academy?] and she said, "Would you consider coming here? 
We need a receptionist and secretary." And | knew they had a lot of Latino women there--! could help the 
parents--so | was very happy to go there. So | was there for four years. And now | am teaching with the 
Presentation Sisters at--in Watts--they have a center for adult education. And | teach English as a Second 
Language to immigrants, mostly--mostly women, but some men. And then | also teach--or prepare them for- 
-their citizenship test. And that's what I've been doing for the past nine years. [laughs]. 


[00:51:21.29] INTERVIEWER: So you've seen ministry from many sides of the province-- 
[00:51:29.27] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Right. 


[00:51:30.24] INTERVIEWER: --And what was it like--you were in Peru for all those years and then you 
came back and worked for the community. 


[00:51:36.19] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | did. But that was very helpful to me, because in those years that | 
was there, | was able to get to know the Sisters. | either had to call them up, or she would get letters from 
them, and | got--and there were many who would come to visit. So | really was immersed in the province 
again. And that was a gift--that was pure gift. After those eight years | practically knew everyone in the 
province. | knew how the province worked--I was able to feel part of it. And then when | went to St. Mary's | 
was able to use my skills again in Spanish, and in speaking to the women who were from Latin America. And 
of course now it's wonderful, because | am teaching them English and--teaching them that they can do so 
much, and that they are worth so much, and to be proud of themselves, and to have some kind of self- 
esteem. So | work on all that, not just in teaching educational knowledge, but in self-worth. So I'm very 
happy to be doing that. 


[00:52:51.26] INTERVIEWER: [Director's comments] 


[00:53:08.12] INTERVIEWER: Do you have any reflections on how--how the experience in Peru, of both--of 
you, but the other Sisters as a whole, has--what that's meant to the province? What's the influence been on 
the province as a whole? 


[00:53:36.13] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | think our influence was very much felt at our general chapters. 
Because Sister Mary Kevin [Ford, (-2003), CS} Superior General] was very far--very visionary--and took a 
lot--a risk-taker. She asked the vice-provinces at that time--there were three--to be part--to send 
representatives to the--our general chapter. And so we would prepare whatever they had to prepare--we 
were expected to do the same thing. And we brought in our option for the poor--we brought in the faces of 
the poor--the faces--when you see the face of the poor you see Christ--we brought in quotations from other 
documents of Medellin. And | hear--that same--actually, | can't say that that was what motivated the Sisters 
to also do some--go out into the social fields--but | think that was helpful. Because | think that here the 
same thing was happening--the spirit was moving all around. So we were helpful to one another. But | have 
heard people say to us, "You were so influential in helping us when you would come for the general 
retreats." 


[00:54:57.07] INTERVIEWER: Is there a quote or a part of the Medellin document that comes to mind that is 
particularly grounding for you? 


[00:55:04.10] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Not a particular quote. J ust the whole vision of Medellin. Uh-huh. 
[00:55:14.19] INTERVIEWER: It's been some time since I've read it, but I-- 


[00:55:16.21] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: Yeah. And it's been some time since I've read it too. [laughs]. But 
it's that whole spirit of free option for the poor--the preferential option for the poor--of institutionalized 
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violence, and what that means--and looking at it and saying oh, yeah, it certainly is, all the institutions that 
are violent and that are unjust at times--in other countries and in the States. It broadened my vision in so 
many ways. 


[00:55:52.16] INTERVIEWER: You mentioned Sister Therese Donahue [(1931-2016)]. Since she recently 
passed away, do you have any stories about her, or memories or things about her you'd like us to 
remember? 


[00:56:04.20] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | really don't because--in the '60s we were still pretty structured. 
And when we went to Peru, | went to Chimbote, which was by bus, maybe six or seven hours, and there 
were no--we never used the plane at--in those days. And |ca was maybe four hours from Lima, to the south. 
So we were almost poles apart. We didn't really visit one another--telephone service was not quite what it is 
today--of course, there were no cell phones. Sometimes we had to go to the central location of the 
telephone company to make calls. So we weren't that much in touch. | just know that she was a very 
effective teacher in lca, where she taught. 


[00:57:05.02] INTERVIEWER: Are there any other Sisters or memories that you'd like us to make sure we 
record? 


[00:57:11.02] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | thought of the many Sisters that I've known, and if | have any 
memories of them, and | have many memories, but | don't think | can single out one person and say she 
was the one that affected me. There were just--there's so many, and as | say | look back on--even the 
Sisters who were the first vice-provincials in the vice-province of Peru, and their vision, and what they 
allowed us to do. Because in a sense we had to stay at the same pace as the United States, but it was really 
hard to do that, because we were seeing so much, and we could do it more easily. The [smiles]--maybe 
because we were farther away. So they were doing things that helped us to be more in touch with the 
people--to understand the reality--to understand the politics there, and that helped us understand the 
politics in the States. So | would say there's not one--there are many who have influenced me. 


[00:58:27.21] INTERVIEWER: What are your thoughts about the future--do you have anxieties or hopes 
about the future of the Sisters of St. Joseph, and the charism moving forward? 


[00:58:36.25] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: |--a few years ago | had a lot of anxieties. | was wondering what's 
going to happen, we're going to--die out--this is going to happen--there's no trace of us. | don't feel that 
way anymore. | feel very hopeful. | feel that the right steps have been taken by leadership to continue our 
charism--you're the example here, all of you [smiles]. Also what they're doing about sponsorship--about-- 
what is it named in English--juridical person--looking into that--about partnering with lay people. And then to 
keep remembering that these huge groups of people who entered was really an anomaly. It didn't happen in 
religious life. And it was like a big curve, and then it's gone down--which is a normal thing. And | do believe 
in the Holy Spirit--| believe that the Holy Spirit will always call women and men to religious life--not in the 
number that we had--fifties and sixties and forties--but that they will be called. And that somehow our 
charism will live on. And if we don't live on as Sisters of St. J oseph--because that has happened--other 
groups have died out--! feel that as Sisters of St. Joseph we've done some wonderful things, and that others 
will carry them on. 


[01:00:22.28] INTERVIEWER: Is there a part of the mission or charism or the many ways we talk about the 
Sisters of St. Joseph that you want to ensure for the future? Or gift in part to the future? 


[01:00:36.13] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | think our--trying to be inclusive--loving the dear neighbor without 
distinction. | would like that to continue, to--so that means that we encompass all people whatever their 
lifestyles are, whatever their color, whatever their religion, in somehow, if they need our help, yes we do it. 
We're open to new needs. That we continue with this--a charism that was once called "unity and 
reconciliation" then it was now--I wrote it down because | forget--because we change it all the time-- 
[smiles]--so | will look at it--"unifying love and communion". [all laugh]. So | like those terms--they all mean 
the same thing--if you're united and you are reconciled you're unified, and you are in communion. So | love 
that focus right now. | think it encompasses everything. So | am very hopeful. I'm hopeful because of people 
like you. I'm hopeful because of all the Sisters are doing to prepare for whatever may happen in the future. 
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[01:01:59.00] INTERVIEWER: Could you sum up what the greatest joy of your religious life has been? 


[01:02:04.14] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: The greatest joy has been sharing my life with the people in Peru. 
[smiles]. 


[01:02:12.09] INTERVIEWER: Was there anything else that you prepared or reflected on that | haven't 
asked you about that you would like to share? 


[01:02:19.29] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: No, | think you asked me the most important things. [laughs]. Some 
of these others | didn't feel were--| didn't have much to say about them. So yes | think--you asked me some 
of my--things that touch my heart, and that have been part of my life. So I'm very grateful for your time, for 
all of you, for your crew--that | won't look at right now but | know are here--[all laugh]--for you and all 
you're doing, Shannon. And don't cut that out! [laughs]. All of you are doing--to try to keep our charism alive 
and our spirit alive. So thank you very much. 


[01:03:02.24] INTERVIEWER: I'm just going to ask them if they have an extra question or two if you don't 
mind? 


[01:03:07.00] KELBY THWAITS: It's already a really beautiful place to close on, so | don't want to try to 
elongate it too much. And you did already touch on this a little bit, but if there's anything else you'd like to 
say about--the differences in your work in Peru versus here in the States. Because you spent so much time 
with them, and | know it was so special to you, could you highlight some of the interesting contrasts--you 
know--between what it was like. It seems like things were even less structured in some ways in Peru, and it 
was "figure it out as you go"-- 


[01:03:45.28] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: --that's right-- 


[01:03:46.15] KELBY THWAITS:--make it happen, whereas maybe there was more structure here, but also 
throughout the decades--the imposition of structure has shifted, even here in the States. So if there's 
anything you think of maybe that contrasts, or compares, or similarities or differences between your time in 
Peru and here--go ahead and just let us know. 


[01:04:10.04] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | think the early days--the similarities and contrasts were more 
marked--because the culture was so different--our setting was so different. And I'll give you an example-- 
one--maybe a year or even less--after we had been there our general superior--that's what she was called at 
that time--came down. And we were still living out of very, very boxy things that just didn't fit there. We 
lived in a small house. A priest came once a week to celebrate Mass for us. And then, here we couldn't eat 
with a priest. He ate in his dining room--and we just went our way, because we lived in bigger houses. 
There, we were hiding in the kitchen trying to--and so when she came--and then we would put a screen up 
so he was alone in the dining room. It was just so--! felt this is so ridiculous. So she came and when he left, 
he said, you Know you don't need to be doing that--that's not necessary here. It was a freeing kind of thing. 
And our superior at that time was excellent. She was a little straight-laced though. And so she sort of kept 
the rules and | think that's what she thought she was expected to do. But that sort of opened her eyes to 
see how we could do things differently. And the first year we were there we also said--did something that 
had never been done here. And that was, we said to our--our superior--there was another Sister, Sister 
Rosemary [unknown]--we were great pals--we're about the same age and she was from St. Louis--we were 
twenty-seven. [smiles]. That was sort of young at that time--but | had a lot of experience under my belt, so 
| thought--. Anyway, we said, could we go once a week and visit a family--a child's family in our room. And 
she thought that was a wonderful idea. So all of us who had classrooms--we would write a note and say, "I 
would like to visit you with your child Wednesday afternoon. Is that possible?" Now this was sort of the 
better off people, and then we had the very poor. Oh they were just so delighted. We were in the habit, you 
know, that makes a big difference. And they were so delighted to have us go to their home and have what 
they called "té"--the tea with them. And it made all the difference in the world. By the end of that year, we 
were friends, we knew one another, they would do anything for the teacher--| don't mean in a spoiling way, 
but supporting. You knew the family, you knew where they came from. You knew if they were coming from 
a pretty good setting or they--it was a struggle to get them out of the door looking clean, and with a clean 
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uniform on. So that helped so much. And that was--in the early 60's, when | don't think that was being 
thought of here. So, yes, the structures were changing in that sense. We were--would--there were many 
new missionary priests as well as Sisters--and so in our parish it was the Dominicans. And we would go to 
Mass there, but we decided that we would pray together, because when we went to Mass they were just 
finishing their prayers and we said, "Well why don't we pray together?" So we were doing that. Right now off 
the top of my head | can't think of other things, but we were breaking, definitely breaking structures. And 
not thinking that we were breaking them--we were doing what was needed and that culture. So that was our 
mindset, not being "rebels"--but just following the guidance of God in this structure--and in the inspiration. 


[01:08:26.08] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: The other thing that | didn't bring up that is very important is that 
in 1970 there was a big earthquake in that area. It started in the ocean--it went--we were--Chimbote was a 
fishing port--and it hit that, and the wave went all the way up to the mountains. It was so strong that there 
was a huge snowcapped mountain up there in the Andes--part of it came down. And in three minutes it went 
through our valley, it buried 25,000 people--in three minutes. The clock was still standing--you could see the 
time of the earthquake. And in our own place it killed about 200--killed one of our Sisters--it killed a Sister 
from another community--so it really affected us. But it also affected all of the religious, because when that 
happened, they left their schools--and in Lima they had some really nice, beautiful schools. And they began 
to go out to the areas that were affected. And it was like a--their eyes were opened to the needs of others. 
And that also helped us in going out for that option for the poor. It was very effective. And we would use our 
house--because it did not fall down during the quake--for people who would come in to help us--because the 
town was really pretty devastated. And our school was also affected. We had to have it fixed--took about a 
month--but then we went back to school. So there were many things that have happened to me. | forgot 
about that--but that was very important--especially for having a shaking--shaking the religious out of their 
complacency--out of their institutions, and out into the rural areas. So it was a wonderful providential gift in 
a sense--[smiles]--even though so many died. 


[01:10:35.16] KELBY THWAITS: Thank you very much. 
[01:10:38.07] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: | hope that helped a little bit [smiles]. 
[01:10:39.24] KELBY THWAITS: Oh yeah. That was great. Mary? 


[01:10:43.19] MARY TRUNK: | happen to have have a question--it's a bit more so I'm going to really--struck 
a note with me when you were talking about how your parents raised you a little bit-- maybe even shielded 
about the social economical differences, and a way that society reacts to that. And | was wondering, do you 
wish now after you lived your life and everything--do you wish that they maybe--they taught you more about 
that--they warned you about how different--you know | was just curious because there's so many sons of 
immigrants you hear that their parents told them you're different, you're going to have to work hard and 
twice--you know--so | was a little bit curious about that. 


[01:11:24.00] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: You know she didn't--she was a very wise woman, and she didn't do 
it explicitly. But | remember one time | said to her, "Mama, why didn't you have my ears pierced when | was 
little?" And she said, "Because | didn't want to call attention to you." And at that time, | think only Latinos 
had their ears pierced--children were--that was one. And for the first three children, she named us according 
to the day that we were born--good old Latin--Spanish custom. So my brother was born in the Feast of St. 
Paul--he's Paul Victor. | was born in the Feast of St. Teresa, I'm Matilda Teresa Avalos. My sister was born in 
the Feast of St. Monica--she's Monica. My brother was born on the Feast of the Holy Name of Mary--but he-- 
she named him David. So | asked her once, "Mom, how come you didn't name him 'Mario'?" She said, 
"Because those names weren't being used then, and | didn't want to attract attention--I didn't want him to 
be made fun of." So she knew--but she didn't--| don't know whether it was to instill fear in us, or make us 
feel different--| learned it little by little. Even by going to my friend's house when | was in high school and 
seeing--"Look at that lovely big living room--and they have a piano in there!" So |--| knew there were 
different--but she never said--well, | never heard, "We're poor." Never heard that. And yet, we had what we 
needed. So she did not draw attention to that. And so | grew up oblivious to color. Even though | knew | 
was different. And we called them--we called them "gringos"--or "He's a gringo"--and we didn't use it as a-- 


[01:13:25.05] MARY TRUNK: --derogatory term-- 
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[01:13:26.03] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: --no. It was just--they're different--they're gringos. So yes--it was a 
really different time. And the other day | was looking at--it probably hasn't anything to do with Peru--but | 
was looking at a documentary on PBS, "Latino-Americanos" ["Latino Americans", 2013]. And it brought in 
that section of the "Zoot suits"--and it brought in why that happened. Because they were called "pachucos"-- 
and | remember pachucos when | was growing up, it was part of us--yeah, they're pachucos--no big deal. 
But then | saw it within the whole context, and here in L. A.--and how one day--and they showed that-- 
about 300--because there was some friction between them and the servicemen--how about 300 sailors and 
soldiers went into the Mexican areas and really beat up some of those guys--whether you were a zoot suit-er 
or not. And then | looked at the time element--it was in the middle '40s. And | said, yes, that's probably 
what she was afraid of--that something like that could happen to us. And she didn't--she didn't shield us like 
never letting us go anywhere--we went wherever we wanted to--but she did not instill fear in us. We just 
lived our life. But |'m--thank you. I've reflected on that--since | began to reflect [all laugh]. | think back on 
life--but yes | did think of that, and | put it all together--and it's all coming together. Thank you for that. 


[01:15:10.22] MARY TRUNK: Well, thank you. 

[01:15:15.13] [Director's comments]. 

[01:16:24.11] SISTER TERESA AVALOS: I'm very grateful for you, Shannon. And |--can't say | love you, 
because | don't know you that well, but | certainly would probably love you. [all laugh]. | admire you--| 
admire you very much--and like | say | admire your crews for doing this. Thank you very much. 
[01:16:42.04] INTERVIEWER: Thank you for entrusting your story with us. That's a privilege. 


[01:16:53.04] END OF INTERVIEW. 
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Interview Date: October 6, 2016 

Interviewee: Sister Teresa Avalos 

Interviewer: Shannon Green, Director, CS} Institute, Mount Saint Mary's University; Kelby Thwaits, 
Instructor, Film and Television, Mount Saint Mary's University; Mary Trunk, Instructor, Film and Television, 
Mount Saint Mary's University. 

Location: [Carondelet Center?] 

Transcription Date: 11/07/2016 

Transcribed By: Nancy Steinmann 


[00:00:00.00] Introduction: Sister Teresa Avalos (Matilda Teresa Avalos), born 1934, 81 years old. 
[00:00:56.23] Early Life and Family. National City, California, south of San Diego. Oldest of six children. 
Parents from Mexico as children. Mother housewife; Father golf caddy, later wharf builder at Naval Station, 


San Diego. 


[00:02:27.29] Early religious experiences. Catholic. No Catholic schools in neighborhood. Boarded at Catholic 
girls school in San Diego. 


[00:03:11.08] First meeting Sisters of St. Joseph. "Non-reflectiveness". Early vocation. 
[00:04:54.20] Family's reaction to vocation. 
[00:05:47.00] [Director's comments] 


[00:06:17.01] High school at Cathedral Girl's High School, San Diego, California (now Catholic High School). 
Sister J erome (later Sister Eleanor Wagner, -2007) suggested vocation. 


[00:07:08.20] Early religious life. Accepted life without question. 
[00:08:34.00] Other CSJs. Attraction to religious life. Sister Eleanor Wagner. 


[00:09:12.07] Attending the Mount. Vows 1952. Entire group attended Mount. Separate from other students 
or other professed. Graduated 1961. 


[00:10:04.15] Teaching. St. Jerome's School three years. Saturday's attended Mount. 

[00:11:05.25] Faculty at Mount. Sister Margaret Clare [Borchard (1911-2001)] taught Children's Literature. 
Sister [St. Claire] Coyne [(-1980)], history teacher. Reading "A Nation of Sheep", "Ugly American" [both by 
William J ulius Lederer, Jr]. Political awareness. Sister Patricia [??]. "Group major" (liberal arts). Sister Regina 
Clare [Salazar], taught Education. Sister Mary Evelyn [Flynn (1927-2015)], English teacher. Sister Constance 
[Fitzgerald], English teacher. 


[00:12:43.26] Impact of Mexican ancestry on community life. Family didn't discuss race. "Non- 
reflectiveness". No discrimination at Mount. 


[00:15:25.21] Memories of early teaching. Anxieties first year. St. Jerome's School, teaching fourth grade. 
Fifty students in classroom. 


[00:17:12.06] Teaching at American Martyrs two years--fourth grade. 


[00:17:47.22] Province attention on Peru. After Japan mission. Calls from Popes to send ten percent of 
religious to Latin America to face communist threat. Decision to go to Peru. 


[00:19:46.02] Mission in Peru 1962 (33 years). Vatican II effect on missions. Books expanding world view. 
Refreshing Spanish language skills. Early problems with mission. Conference of Latin American Bishops in 
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Medellin, Columbia, 1968--effect on religious of Latin America--serving poor in countryside--early "liberation 
theology". Teaching in Puno, Peru among Aymara people. 


[00:25:12.17] Sisters in Peru. Sister Therese Donahue [(1931-2016)]. Sister Mary Arthur [Meyer], nurse. 
Sister Marie Loyola Sanders [1914-1996]. 


[00:25:49.12] Effect of Council of medellin-Preferential option for the poor on vocation. Working with 
Aymara people. Nine years teaching on coast. Resistance to teaching poor. 


[00:30:02.02] Changes in ministry teaching poor. Getting to know area and needs of people. Teaching 
religion in public schools. Local clinic. 


[00:32:35.03] Village life. Walking everywhere. Adjusting to altitude and climate. Learning customs and 
world-view. 


[00:34:41.18] Affects of new interest in charism after Vatican I] on ministry. |n Peru 15 years. In "formation" 
of young women--accepting vocations. Learning about founders. Father Médaille [] ean Paul Médaille (1618- 
1689) ]. Charism compared to work in Peru. 


[00:38:10.02] CS) founders and history. Women's leadership. Mother St. John Fontbonne [J eanne Fontbonne 
(1759-1843)]. Mother Eucharista [Galvin (1893-1985)], who sent Sisters to Peru. Mother Margaret Mary 
Brady [1866-1954], first MSMU president. 


[00:39:50.21] Charism and mission to Peru. Looking "at whale from underbelly"-perspective on life. Sister 
Clara [Yanes] Sister of St. Joseph of Argentina; Leadership Conference of Women Religious (LCWR); 
Movement for a Better World [est. 1952]; Taught classes on "social consciousness"; creation of vice-province 
plan. Integrating with the culture and language. 

[00:43:49.03] Personal interest in integration of culture. Leadership positions. More at home in Peru. Living 
in community. Sabbatical. Teaching Religious Education at MSMU. [Maria] Pilar Aquino [(1956-), Latin 
American feminist theologian, Religious Studies professor MSMU]. Call to return to US--parents' illness. 
[00:47:55.17] Returning to US--adjustments. Sister J oyce [Marie Gaspardo], provincial superior. Call to be 
secretary for Assistant Provincial. Living on Doheny campus. Sister Maureen O'Connor ['63], provincial 
superior. Sister Fay [Hagen, St. Mary's Academy?] as receptionist/secretary four years. Teaching adult ESL, 
citizenship preparation with presentation Sisters in Watts 9 years. 

[00:51:22.06] Reflections on community ministry. Teaching ESL and self-worth. 

[00:52:49.17] [Director's comments]. 


[00:53:20.22] Reflections on influence of Peru mission on province. Sister Mary Kevin [Ford, (-2003)], CS} 
Superior General. Sharing call to support poor at general retreats. 


[00:54:57.23] medellin Council document. Spirit of preferential option for the poor. Institutionalized violence. 


[00:55:53.07] Sister Therese Donahue [(1931-2016)]. Missions and communication in Chimbote, Peru and 
lca, Peru. Other sisters in Peru. Comparison with communities in US. 


[00:58:27.05] Future of CS}s and charism. Steps by leadership. Anomaly of large groups of Sisters in past. 
Future of religious life. 


[01:00:25.06] Mission of charism. Inclusiveness. Openness to new needs. New charism--"unity and 
reconciliation" renamed "unifying love and communion". 


[01:01:59.10] Greatest joy of religious life. Sharing life with people in Peru. 
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[01:02:10.24] Other topics. Work of Shannon Green and film crew. 

[01:03:03.13] Differences in work in Peru than in US. Eating with priest in Peru not allowed in US. Sister 
Rosemary [??] from St. Louis. Visiting children's families at home. Wearing habit. Sisters and missionary 
priests praying together. 1970 earthquake and tsunami in Chimbote, Peru--death of Sisters--religious visiting 
affected areas and seeing poor conditions. 

[01:10:37.04] Awareness of discrimination against Latinos as child. Ear-piercing by Latinas. Sibling names 
from feasts of Saints. Brothers and sisters names Anglicized. PBS documentary "Latino Americans" [2013]-- 
"Zoot suits", "pachucos", incidents with US servicemen. 

[01:15:15.23] [Director's comments] 


[01:16:53.10] End of interview. 
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